The Journal of Youth Development's subtitle is "Bridging Research and Practice," yet too often our publications reflect a one-way bridge-studies that, at best, have implications for practice. Less represented are practitioner inquiries that rely on practitioner experience and expertise. This special issue aims to bridge the research-practice divide with scholarship produced by youth work practitioners. This article provides a rationale for practitioner inquiry, describes a fellowship effort to support it, and then offers an overview of the ten practitioner inquiries featured in this special issue.
As with many fields, the people who do youth work and the people who think about youth work are frequently not the same. Practitioners and volunteers, researchers and evaluators often constitute distinct groups, both with critical knowledge, both doing essential work. This bifurcation is often more pragmatic than purposeful. In the field of youth development the often underfunded and overstretched workforce is provided very little clearance for the kind of intentional exploration and professional reflection that could benefit the broader field. This special issue aims to bridge the research-practice divide with scholarship produced by youth work practitioners. The articles in this volume illustrate the practice wisdom and reflective inquiry that can occur when youth workers commit to a joint year-long exploration, and carve time from their work day to grapple with the tough questions critical to the field and their own daily work experience.
Journal of Youth Development | http://jyd.pitt.edu/ | Vol. 12 Issue 1 DOI 10. 5195/jyd.2017.501 Practitioner Inquiry Matters: Youth Workers 2 Larson and colleagues (2015) make the case for more research aimed at understanding effective practice from the perspective of practitioners. They urge researchers and practitioners alike to "systematically gather, organize, and make accessible information on practitioners' experience and expertise in ways that can improve training, facilitate practitioner dialogue, and contribute to strengthening the profession" (Larson, Walker, Rusk & Diaz, 2015. p. 75) . Those working in youth-serving organizations are well positioned to identify specific challenges and effective strategies pertinent to their organization (Bialeschki & Conn, 2011) and to the broader youth development field. This special issue highlighting practitioner inquiry aims to present the nature of the knowledge and expertise thoughtful practitioners bring to the table.
The NorthStar Youth Worker Fellowship
The articles in this issue are the products of the NorthStar Youth Worker Fellowship, a community-based effort to strengthen youth worker voice and support youth workers in organizational and community leadership roles. It seeks to democratize youth work by inviting and respecting all voices to weigh in on issues of practice, policy and accountability.
The NorthStar Youth Worker Fellowship is not a typical professional development class or workshop series guided by a prescribed curriculum to achieve predetermined ends. The fellowship engages a cohort of experienced youth work practitioners in the creative pursuit of action research, exploration, reflection and study in order to generate new wisdom, language, and leadership approaches in the field of youth work.
As a result of this peer-led approach, the fellowship moves toward its goals to (a) unearth and legitimize practice-based perspectives on emergent issues and tensions to broaden current conversations about youth work; (b) support a core group of practitioners in the community dedicated to step up to leadership roles, to speak up with increased confidence, and to represent the field on important policy and practice issues; (c) create a space to incubate practiced theory that influences the field; and (d) demonstrate a commitment to explicit education, training, and professional development for youth workers as essential to high quality practice. To date the fellowship has generated 31 papers that span both historical and present-day challenges and opportunities facing the field. All 31 papers were reviewed and ten were selected for inclusion in this special issue.
Practitioner Inquiries Speak to the Professional Field and to Personal Practice
The ten practitioner inquiries presented in this volume are divided into two sections. Part one of this special issue explores issues and policies critical to the field of youth development. It focuses on practice and policy dilemmas from a broad field perspective, on big-picture questions about how to advance the field, and on strategies to maintain a quality practice and support youth worker development. Part two contains reflective inquiry into the ethical, moral and relationship challenges of daily practice. These articles are grounded in the unique contexts and practice-based dilemmas that fellows, as experienced youth workers, have faced. Hopefully their perspectives and the insights they have gleaned from their peers will awaken new insights in readers, deepen the influence of practice-based inquiry in the field and encourage the healthy development of youth workers and the young people they serve. NorthStar fellows have reported not using the term youth worker to describe their occupationsometimes due to the challenge of explaining an often misunderstood profession to the average citizen and other times because they too had not been exposed to the terminology. This very basic experience among youth work professionals raises the question, "How do you identify a field, if the people doing that work struggle to identify with it?" Some might call this dilemma an identity crisis-in fact, many do.
Crisis, in its present understanding, is an experience to be avoided. It connotes danger or difficulty and draws most people's minds to the kind of life-altering events that could lead to ruin. The etymological roots of the word crisis, however, can shift how we interact with and understand the experience of crisis. Its origins come from the Greek word krinein, meaning decide and was commonly used in the early 17th century to describe a decision point. In using this framework, we can shift away from the negative connotations of crisis to recognize the ways in which the field is at an identity decision point. From where we're sitting, it's an experience to be relished not avoided.
Developmentally, the field is trying to find itself in the same way many young people are. We try on different ideas, sometimes conforming to look like the "cool kids" and other times proclaiming our uniqueness with a veracity that might be off-putting to the "adults" in the room.
As youth workers, we understand the importance of this tension in the lives of young people and provide opportunities for youth to "thrash out their reactions, consider the pluses and minuses, and try to determine where they themselves stand so that they will be better able to deal with ideas of all shades" (Konopka, 1973, p. 302 ).
Just as we are willing to sit in this tension with young people -being who we are and discovering who they are-we must be willing to sit with this tension in the field, this identity decision point. We cannot simply conform to our predecessors' ways of being today knowing they will not serve the uniqueness of this field, nor can we completely reject labels and boxes from the past. Instead, we must thrash out our reactions to determine where we, ourselves stand. We must lift up our formational values, ethics, and principles so that our decision points Her article is essential reading for youth worker supervisors. Shaina focuses on peer-supported reflection through a Reflection Circle process. She challenges organizations and intermediaries to create space for shared wisdom and professional development that crosses typical employer boundaries to develop learning communities for youth workers.
Finally, Kari Denissen Cunnien offers a counter argument to credentialing, encouraging us to embrace the complexities of the field and invest in the creation of a system that supports the development of youth work professionals through responsive learning opportunities and healthy organizational practices.
As these practitioners elevate their voices, the proclamation, "Nothing about us, without us is for us" echoes beneath their words. As we move through this identity decision-point, we must create space for those who do the work to influence how it is done. In this section, we capture youth worker inquiry where the rubber meets the road. These narratives are personal. They present the voices of individual youth workers attempting to uncover a new understanding of a complex issue or question. These articles not only include useful research, they also paint portraits of a youth worker's experience, process, community, and belief systems. The portraits illustrate the many ways that youth workers learn about and understand their work. While each story and reflection is unique, they do share some common themes.
First, they reveal similar ways of knowing and learning. These youth workers learn from their communities, asking young people, other youth workers, families, and colleagues as they examine complex issues. They explore the historical context of policies and their communities to establish a greater understanding of today.
Second, they ask lots of questions and are tenacious about seeking answers. Third, they confront and explore issues of equity both inside and outside their programs. They ask: What work do we do with whom? And why? We must ask the essential questions about how individual programs, agencies, and systems create and support programs for young people. They explore program design, school systems, accountability, and how youth workers can provide quality, effective programs for young people even if it doesn't align with an agency's priorities. They ask: Who is accountable to whom?
The five articles in this section offer portraits that include thoughtful and complex explorations of some of our field's biggest challenges.
Jennifer Lindwall is a youth worker asking a terribly difficult policy question that has implications for practice. Should organizations assign mentors to young people without regard to race and Monica McDaniel is a youth worker and social work student using history and personal reflection to explore three types of youth development theory. Is good youth development work social justice work? Is it good prevention work? Is it good individual personal development work?
These youth workers highlight the importance of intentionality both in practice and policy, providing thoughtful research and insight to the complex challenges of our field. We must continue to focus on equity through intentional practice, thoughtful policy, authentic partnership, and constant reflective inquiry.
Conclusion
Each of these practitioner inquiries opens up questions for the practitioner, the field and the researcher. Each inquiry and each practitioner is different, but underlying the search for answers are driving concerns that are both personal and professional, and both ethical and Reading, researching, reflecting, debating, sharing stories and writing about one's work brings a clarity that allows one to take a stance and speak publicly about important issues. It prepares a youth worker to sit at the table with teachers, funders, evaluators, policymakers, young people and parents to begin to sort through and potentially solve some of the issues that impact the lives of our youth today. Initiatives that inspire inquiry and promote voice contribute powerfully to personal and professional development and the future of the field.
